In recent years microcredit has grown rapidly based on its promise to alleviate poverty and empower women. However, as the microcredit industry has grown, the initial emphasis on poverty alleviation and empowerment has changed; some critics argue that the industry now looks like commercial finance. This article explores these criticisms by comparing two microcredit programs in Chennai, India. Both programs work with the same population but take different approaches to credit delivery. Drawing from the participants' testimonies, the findings suggest that in general, the loans do not permanently move participants out of poverty; however, they do reduce some of the vulnerabilities associated with poverty.
Introduction
As microcredit becomes part of the new development orthodoxy (Fernando 2006) There are many expectations of microcredit for women, chief among them poverty alleviation and empowerment (Mayoux 2001; Burra, DeshmukhRanadive, and Murthy 2005) . For the neoliberal state, this approach to poverty alleviation fits nicely into a market-led approach to development. For banks and financial institutions, it has opened up a previously untapped pool of clients-poor women-whose rates of repayment have historically been very high. For many advocates of women's empowerment, the presumed link between credit and empowerment is microcredit's primary attraction. Credit to women is thought to increase their income, and empowerment, though not clearly defined, is frequently assumed to be an outcome of this increased income. This makes it an opportune time to examine the assumed link between microcredit, poverty alleviation and empowerment, which this paper does by seeking answers to two sets of questions. First, does microcredit help to alleviate poverty? And second, what impact does such credit have on participants' lives? Does credit empower, or is it the manner in which credit is delivered that is empowering?
To explore these questions, this article compares two microcredit programs in Chennai, India, that draw participants from the same pool-poor women living in the "slums" of Chennai. Working Women's Forum (WWF) lends money to women organized in borrowing groups of ten. Each group has a
